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Introduction
Ghosts are a powerful metaphor. They stand for an Other that is perceived as threatening;
for the unclear, the unspeakable; for a present absence that demands justice or at least answer, and
that challenges temporal categories such as past and present. They are the “figuration of presenceabsence,”1 and as such frequently serve to indicate that something important is missing or being
repressed.
In Japan, ghosts have long been an important part of art and popular culture, and can be
found in everything from early literary works such as the Konjaku Monogatarishū (“Anthology of
Tales from the Past,” 12th century) to modern horror films such as Ringu (1998). Their motive for
becoming a revenant — something that “begins by coming back”2 — is in most cases a thirst for
revenge; but sexual desire, lack of a proper funeral or a “bad death” on the battlefield can also play
a role. In many cases, Japanese ghosts are demonized women and, as such, embody repressed social
conditions and a fear of the “other” sex. The best-known of these female revenants is O-Iwa, from
the kabuki piece Tōkaidō Yotsuya Kaidan, which I would like to focus on more specifically in my
essay.
Ghosts are entities that escape categorization: “[T]hey often signal eruptions that
deconstruct binary ways of perceiving the world — methods reified by Western rationality and
reason.”3 For this reason, ghosts were a thorn in the side of many Japanese modernizers upon Japan’s
entry into the modern world in the 19th century; they were a premodern superstition that needed
to be rationalized away through scientific methods. A similar exorcism of the supernatural occurred
during the American occupation after the Second World War, during which Japanese films were
placed under harsh restrictions. Director Kinoshita Keisuke (1912-1998, “Carmen Comes Home,”
“Twenty-Four Eyes”) negotiated with the censorship offices and, through a process difficult to
understand today, produced an “enlightened” film version of the Yotsuya Kaidan source material. As
an attempt to fit these ghosts into the system of rationalist modernity, this film — Shinshaku Yotsuya
Kaidan, which has thus far received relatively little attention — will be at the centre of my essay.
I will start by saying that this effort was doomed to fail, because: “[…] all these ghostly aspects of
social life are not aberrations, but are central to modernity itself.”4
In order to appease the American censors, who hoped to pave the way for democratization
1

Maria del Pilar Blanco and Esther Peeren, “Introduction: Conceptualizing Spectralities,” in The Spectralities
Reader: Ghosts and Haunting in Contemporary Cultural Theory, ed. Maria del Pilar Blanco and Esther Peeren
(London: Bloomsbury, 2013), 7.

2

Jaques Derrida, Specters of Marx, (London: Routledge, 2006), 11.

3

Lisa Kröger and Melanie Anderson, “Introduction,” in The Ghostly and the Ghosted in Literature and Film:
Spectral Identities, eds. Lisa Kröger and Melanie Anderson (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2013), ix/x.

4

Avery Gordon, Ghostly Matters: Haunting and the Sociological Imagination (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 2008), 197.
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by suppressing the memory of wartime atrocities, Kinoshita removed the horror represented by the
ghosts. By transforming O-Iwa from a vengeful femme fatale into a submissive victim, the director
broke with the tradition of the play, which granted its main female character active agency — even
if only in death. As I will argue, however, Kinoshita ended up producing a different and perhaps
even deeper kind of haunting by depriving the story of its vital core: the ghost as an embodiment
of the ineffable.
O-Iwa: A Premodern Ghostly Pop Icon
The stereotype of a white-dressed avenging ghost woman (yūrei5) with ruffled hair developed
in Japan’s Edo period (1603-1868), which was distinguished by a lively popular culture. These
revenants made their appearances in picture books, on theatre stages, in card games, and in the oral
traditions of the period. Although female ghosts had existed previously in Japan, particularly in
literature and Nō theatre, it was in the Edo period that their classic appearance developed, and the
character became a sort of eerie pre-modern pop icon. So when O-Iwa’s ghost first took to the stage
of the Nakamuraza theatre during the debut of Tsuruya Nanboku’s kabuki piece Tōkaidō Yotsuya
Kaidan (“Ghost Story of Yotsuya”) in 1825, the public was already quite familiar with female ghosts.
Despite this familiarity, though, author Nanboku managed to imbue the ghost with a new level
of dramatic effect, which helped provide the Nakamuraza theatre with great success via sold-out
performances and a longer showing season. Today, the betrayed O-Iwa’s haunting is amongst the
most famous ghost stories in Japan.
Tōkaidō Yotsuya Kaidan is a typical revenge story, based on a legend widely circulated
during the Edo period. The complex plot, with appearances from almost fifty different characters,
first appeared embedded within the piece Kanadehon Chūshingura, which recounts the famed story
of the forty-seven samurai. The core of Tōkaidō Yotsuya Kaidan, however, is the relationship of a
married couple. Iemon, a lordless samurai who has already become a murderer, lives in poverty with
his wife O-Iwa, who does not suspect his dark secrets. One day, Iemon gets the opportunity to marry
a wealthier woman, O-Ume, and thus to raise his social status. When he hesitates, O-Ume’s family
poisons O-Iwa, resulting in a horrible deformation of her face. Upon discovering this gruesome
transformation in the mirror, O-Iwa panics and accidentally slits her own throat with a sword.
In order to hide what happened and smooth the way for his wedding to O-Ume, Iemon nails the
5

Yūrei is a term that can designate male as well as female ghosts. The term is most often used when discussing
the stereotypical image of a white-clothed ghost, an image that became mainstream in the Edo period. For
vengeful ghosts without a concrete form, particularly in the Heian period, the term onryō was used, while
more neutral terms for ghosts of the dead are shinrei and shiryō. For more on the terminology of ghosts, see
Elisabeth Scherer, Spuk der Frauenseele: Weibliche Geister im japanischen Film und ihre Kulturhistorischen
Ursprünge [Haunting of the female soul: Female ghosts in Japanese cinema and their origins in Japanese art and
folk beliefs] (Bielefeld: Transcript, 2011), 35.
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corpses of O-Iwa and his servant Kōhei, whom Iemon had killed earlier after catching him stealing,
to a door, and sinks them in a canal. Afterwards, Iemon is pursued by O-Iwa’s ghost, and in his
confusion kills both O-Ume and her family on the wedding night, eventually going completely
insane. He is finally finished off by Yomoshichi, the fiancé of O-Iwa’s sister O-Sode, on the “Snake
Mountain” (Hebiyama).6
Producers of the kabuki piece had to invent clever tricks (keren) in order to best convey
the compelling creepiness of pieces such as Tōkaidō Yotsuya Kaidan. The scene in which O-Iwa
notices the poisoning and desperately tries to apply make-up and comb her hair was particularly
challenging. Her hair falls out in clumps, her skin becomes purple, and one eye becomes significantly
bloated; all of this required four different masks to pull off.7 This scene, which was called kamisuki
(“haircombing”), had to be presented in a way that was especially striking and disturbing, because
it served as an explanation for O-Iwa’s later reappearance as a ghost and her accompanying thirst for
vengeance.
A further masterstroke by the theatre producers was the so-called toita-gaeshi scene, a high
and turning point of the piece. In this scene, a door, with the corpse of O-Iwa on one side and the
murdered servant Kōhei on the other, floats along the Onbō Canal. Iemon has just thrown out his
lure into this very canal, where he is treated to a gruesome show. First the side of the door with
O-Iwa is turned to the public, then the one with Kōhei, who moves and is quickly turned into a
skeleton. Both characters are played by the same actor, which is made possible with a quick-change
technique (hayagawari): puppet bodies are placed on both sides, with only the actor’s head being
visible at the top, through a hole. The actor wears a mask giving him the appearance of the poisoned
O-Iwa, and transforms into Kōhei by pulling the mask off.8
According to Hirose9, the scene with the revolving door visualizes Iemon’s straying from
6

The edition of the piece used was the one found in Shinchō Nihon koten shūsei, which is edited and annotated
by famous theatre scholar Gunji Masakatsu: Nanboku Tsuruya, Tōkaidō Yotsuya kaidan (Shinchō Nihon
koten shūsei; 45) (Tokyo: Shinchōsha, 1981).

7

See Keiko McDonald, Japanese Classical Theater in Films (London/Toronto: Associated University Press,
1994), 92; Richard J. Hand, “Aesthetics of Cruelty: Traditional Japanese Theatre and the Horror Film,” in
Japanese Horror Cinema, ed. Jay McRoy (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2005), 23.

8

For more about the trick techniques used in Tōkaidō Yotsuya kaidan, see: Samuel L. Leiter, “Keren: Spectacle
and Trickery in Kabuki Acting,” Educational Theatre Journal 28, no. 2 (1976): 183; Hirosue Tamotsu, Yotsuya
kaidan (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 1993), 167/168; Furuido Hideo, “O-Iwa,” in Kabuki tōjō jinbutsu jiten
[Dictionary of characters appearing in Kabuki theatre], ed. Furuido Hideo (Tokyo: Hakusuisha, 2006), 109;
“Kabuki e no izanai — Tōkaidō yotsuya kaidan” [“Introduction to Kabuki theatre — Tōkaidō Yotsuya
kaidan”], Japan Arts Council, accessed December 10, 2013, http://www2.ntj.jac.go.jp/unesco/kabuki/
jp/5/5_04_27.html; Shimazaki Satoko, “The Ghost of Oiwa in Actor Prints: Confronting Disfigurement,”
Impressions: Journal of the Japanese Art Society of America 29 (2008).

9

Hirose Ai, “Eiga Yotsuya kaidan kō — Kinoshita Keisuke sakuhin no baai” [“A Study of ‘Yotsuya Kaidan’
Films — In a Case of Kinoshita Keisuke’s Work”], Shōkei Gakuin Daigaku kiyō [Shōkai Gakuin University
bulletin] 57 (2009): 24-5.
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Figure 1: In the so-called kamisuki scene, O-Iwa’s hair falls out in clumps, her face is disfigured and her blood drips
on a fallen screen. In kabuki theatre, this scene served as an explanation for O-Iwa’s later reappearance as a ghost
and her accompanying thirst for vengeance. Colour woodblock print by Utagawa Kuniyoshi, 1847. © Trustees of
the British Museum.

現代中文文學學報

• 77 •

two value systems at once: the individual and the feudal. O-Iwa’s ghost stands for Iemon’s personal
failures — his failure to behave morally in his relationship to his wife. Kōhei, on the other hand,
stands for Iemon’s infraction against societal rules, as the dead servant comes from the same warrior
clan as Iemon and, unlike Iemon, pursued the goal of avenging the dead lord of the clan till his death.
On Kōhei’s side of the door, then, the selfish Iemon is presented with the loyalty and willingness to
self-sacrifice that he himself lacks.
As Shimazaki demonstrates, Nanboku’s piece didn’t just have new visual qualities; it also
revolutionized the conventions of kabuki theatre. While female ghosts were more of a side-show in
previous pieces, O-Iwa arrived as a representative of the genus and took centre-stage. This key figure
was no longer played by actors who played women (onnagata), but rather by actors who otherwise
took on male roles. This change is an expression of how, with ghosts, female figures were provided
with much more agency: “[…] Nanboku’s female ghosts took over elements of kabuki performance,
the settling of a household struggle or the perpetration of revenge, that had previously been reserved
for male roles.”10
The example of O-Iwa elucidates the ambivalence that was inherent to female ghosts of
the Edo period. She is a female character who after her death has a strong presence, stands up for
herself and relentlessly pursues her revenge. A woman who is so destructive towards a man and
who drives the plot forward, however, was only allowed to exist in conjunction with monstrosity,
as a deformed revenant that no longer belongs to human society. Characters such as O-Iwa were
used in the Edo period to negotiate things that were not possible within the rules and laws of
the feudal system. Women in this system were of very low status — they were financially and in
most spheres of action almost completely dependent on men, and had next to no opportunities
to demand anything through appeal to the law. Ideologically, this oppression was supported by
certain streams of Buddhism and Confucianism, which conceived of women as impulsive, irrational
and unclean beings. “Women as sinful beings, possessed by greed and jealousy and with a strong
tendency to become demons or ghosts, were constructed as the Other, in opposition to masculinity.”11
Female sexuality in particular, as well as women’s reproductive capacity, was seen as a threat to maledominated society.12 The Buddhist “Blood Pool Hell Sutra”13 provides a very dramatic example of
10 Shimazaki Satoko, “The End of the ‘World’: Tsuruya Nanboku IV’s Female Ghosts and Late-Tokugawa
Kabuki,” Monumenta Nipponica 66, no. 2 (2011): 230.
11 Kume Yoriko, “Onna rei no inai japanīzu horā nante!” [“What? Japanese Horror without female ghosts?”], in
Horā Japanesuku no genzai [Horror Japanesque Today], eds. Ichiyanagi Hirotaka and Yoshida Morio (Tokyo:
Seikyūsha, 2005), 169.
12 Ikoma Natsumi, “Why do Japanese Ghosts have No Legs? — Sexualized Female Ghosts and the Fear of
Sexuality,” in Dark Reflections, Monstrous Reflections: Essays on the Monster in Culture, ed. Sorcha Ni Fhlainn
(Oxford: Mansfield College, 2006), 197.
13 See also Shimazaki, “The End of the ‘World’”, 218; Judit Árokay, “Frauen und Frauenbilder im japanischen
Buddhismus” [“Women and Perception of Women in Japanese Buddhism”], in Vorträge im Rahmen des
weiterbildenden Studiums Buddhismus in Geschichte und Gegenwart [Lecture Series: Buddhism in Past and
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such perceptions of the sinfulness of the female sex, perceptions which were widespread in Japan
since the Muromachi period. According to this sutra, all women are consigned after death to a hell
of blood pools on account of their inherent sinfulness, where they must swim in a sea of blood.
The Sōtō school of Zen Buddhism in particular propagated the idea of the blood pool hell in the
Edo period. In Confucianism, one influential text was the Onna Daigaku (“Great Learning for
Women”), a collection of behavioral rules that characterized femininity as fundamentally impulsive
and irrational.14 “The five worst infirmities that afflict the female are indocility, discontent, slander,
jealousy, and silliness.”15
The female monstrosity on display in stories about ghosts and other female monsters was
on the one hand a sort of worst-case scenario, in which all the supposedly malign traits of women
are brought to light; but on the other were also a way of processing the repressed, miserable situation
many women found themselves in. Worries about the spiritual state of the unhappy dead were
appeased by the (male) authors of such stories, giving the uncanny a familiar if terrible form.
Furthermore, many women at the time still died during or after childbirth, a kind of death
that was considered especially painful, and which led to many stories of women returning from
beyond the grave to care for their children.16 These unappeased mothers, ubume, were generally
represented in the visual arts with blood-spattered lower bodies. In the first production of Tōkaidō
Yotsuya Kaidan, O-Iwa, who in the story is also the mother of an infant, was still strongly portrayed
as one such ubume, a characteristic which later faded into the character’s background.
The oppression of women, with their connotation as impulsive, unclean beings and their
demonized status as “the childbearing sex” are, as such, the social background that was etched into
Tōkaidō Yotsuya Kaidan. For the public, as much today as then, it isn’t just the ghostly and grotesque
looks of O-Iwa and its sudden appearance that is haunting, but also the social conditions of the Edo
period itself. O-Iwa appears on-stage as the horrific consequences of those conditions and, through
the creative transformation effected by the work, her story leaves a lasting impression upon the
conscience of the viewers.

Present], eds. Lambert Schmithausen and Jan-Ulrich Sobisch (Hamburg: Hamburg University, 2003), 193-5.
14 Tocco, however, remarks that the text Onna Daigaku was just one of many during the Edo period that was
specially directed at women. Texts about morals or education with different intentions appeared together
with literary works and diverse illustrations. The collections also served as reading practice. Martha C.
Tocco, “Norms and Texts for Women’s Education in Tokugawa Japan,” in Women and Confucian Cultures in
Premodern China, Korea, and Japan, eds. Dorothy Ko, Jahyun Kim Haboush and Joan R. Piggot (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 2003), 200.
15 Onna Daigaku: A Treasure Box of Women’s Learning [Originally published as “Women and Wisdom in Japan,”
1905], eds. L. Cranmer-Byng and S. A. Kapadia (Weston-super-Mare: Nezu Press, 2010), 33.
16 Tanaka and Shimazaki deal with the theme of a returning mother in greater detail. Tanaka Takako, “Josei no
yūrei ga ōi no wa naze ka” [“Why are there so many female ghosts?”], in Yūrei no shōtai [The true character of
ghosts] (Bessatsu Taiyō, Nihon no kokoro 98), ed. Takahashi Yōji (Tokyo: Heibonsha, 1997), 44-7; Shimazaki,
“The End of the ‘World’.”
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Ghosts and Japanese Modernity
Starting with the landing of the “Black Ships” in 1853 and the forced opening of the
country, a rapid process of modernization began in Japan. The ghosts themselves were also a
battlefield in the conflicts of modernization: in intellectual discourse, belief in ghosts and other
supernatural beings was treated as backward and belonging to the premodern past. Inoue Enryō, for
example, founded a society dedicated to studying supernatural phenomena, and made it his mission
to pursue the scientific explanation of ghosts and thus to serve progress.17 Ghosts continued to haunt
literature and popular culture, however, as heirs of the premodern era and as the expression of an
identity crisis which was afflicting part of the Japanese people at this time: “[…] these characters
discover that the banished Other returns, causing them to anxiously question their modern ways of
interpreting the world around them.”18
Author Izumi Kyōka (1873-1939) also busied himself with moments of un-clarity and
uncertainty, in the supposedly enlightened modern world in which dichotomies such as old-new
and dark-light rule. He wanted to open a twilight space (tasogare) with his stories, and so “sharpen
perceptions of the in-between, of the indistinct, of that which resists rational grids and rules”19. His
protagonists are generally women, brave heroines filled with spirit and grace who seduce, tame and
punish men — and who, like the yūrei of the Edo period, often suffer a tragic fate. Female ghosts
also become pretty and attractive, if dangerous, beings in Yoshitoshi’s (1839-1892) work. Susan
Napier sees the repeated appearance of such ghost-lovers in the Meiji period as an expression of male
fears related to a rapidly changing environment. As such, femininity can be marked as phobic; men
project their inner fears onto it, make it a subject of a struggle with modernity; or it offers a point of
retreat, an oasis woman20 who can help them forget their sense of being lost in the face of the rise of
modernity. Spectral women were used to signify modernity’s Other.
Alongside many artists, Yanagita Kunio, the founder of Japanese folklore studies, also
worked as an “advocate” for the ghosts.21 For him, stories about ghosts that he collected from the
rural population were a kind of essence of Japanese culture, an identity anchor which he saw as being
17 See Lisette Gebhardt, Japans Neue Spiritualität [Japan’s New Spirituality] (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2001), 25.
18 Michael Dylan Foster, Pandemonium and Parade: Japanese Monsters and the Culture of Yōkai. (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 2009), 117-8.
19 Gerald Figal, Civilization and Monsters: Spirits of Modernity in Meiji Japan (Durham: Duke University Press,
1999), 6.
20 Susan Napier, The Fantastic in Modern Japanese Literature: The Subversion of Modernity, (London: Routledge,
1996), 23.
21 This is especially visible in his works Yōkai dangi (“Discussions of yōkai,” 1936) and Tōnō Monogatari
(“Legends of Tōnō,” 1910). Tōnō Monogatari has been translated to English by Ronald Morse (2008), but
there is no published English-language translation of Yōkai dangi. Yanagita Kunio, The Legends of Tono
(Lanham: Lexington Books, 2008); Yanagita Kunio, “Yōkai dangi” [“Discussions of yōkai”], in Yanagita
Kunio shū vol. 4. (Tokyo: Chikuma shobō), 285-438.
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threatened by the changes brought on by modernity.22 Discourse about ghosts, whether in folklore,
literature or science, kept pace with social developments of this time, and “objects of fantasy and
folk belief […] played fundamental roles in the constitution of modernity in Meiji Japan.”23 Critics
of ghosts also contributed to this discourse, in that they ascribed a great deal of meaning to these
beings mostly found in popular culture, and classified them as a serious threat.
New techniques and media, such as photography and film, were immediately plagued with
ghosts after their introduction to Japan. Much like in the West, “spirit photography” spread as
apparently objective proof of ghosts, and kabuki pieces such as Tōkaidō Yotsuya Kaidan were adapted
to film as soon as it was technically possible to do so. At first, the content of such adaptations
changed very little, and the films were set up much like their theatrical counterparts. As such, while
yūrei became entities non grata in Japanese modernity, they continued to have many supporters and
flourished in the arts and popular culture.
Censored ghosts: Shinshaku Yotsuya Kaidan
Shinshaku Yotsuya kaidan (“The Yotsuya Ghost Story: A New Interpretation”, 1949) by
Kinoshita Keisuke is one of the first Japanese ghost films (kaidan eiga) to appear after the Second
World War. It is at the same time the oldest surviving film version of the kabuki piece; although
films about O-Iwa had existed in Japan since 1910, these earlier works are considered lost today.
Shinshaku Yotsuya kaidan is also an interesting film because it was produced under the strong film
censorship of the American Occupation. All films with heroic, self-sacrificing warriors — in other
words, historical dramas that were based on conceptions of loyalty and revenge rooted in the feudal
system — were a thorn in the occupation’s side. Suicide was not to be portrayed as something
positive, violence was unwanted, and also the oppression of women wasn’t an acceptable topic for
films.24
The beloved genre of history films (jidaigeki), in which loyalty and willingness to selfsacrifice were amongst the most important motives, was hit especially hard by these regulations:
“[…] it represented the opposite of the spirit of individualism, a cherished concept fundamental to
American society that was strongly promoted by the occupation.”25 Ghost stories such as Tōkaidō
Yotsuya Kaidan, which were set in the feudal Edo period and frequently contained murder and
revenge as a central element, were thus also difficult subjects for film. However, even before and
during the war, the propaganda offices of the Japanese government (Naikaku jōhōkyoku) had already
22 Takayanagi Shun’ichi, “Yanagita Kunio,” Monumenta Nipponica 29.3 (1974): 330.
23 Figal, Civilization and Monsters, 6.
24 Hirano Kyoko, Mr. Smith Goes to Tokyo: Japanese Cinema under the American Occupation, 1945-1952 (Washington:
Smithsonian Institution Press, 1992), 44-5.
25 Ibid., 67.
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suppressed ghost stories in movies, since film itself was rationed and was only to be used for causes
that helped the fatherland.26
As explained by Stutterheim, Kinoshita Keisuke constantly came into conflict with
occupation officials during the production of the 16 films that he worked on during the occupation.27
Concerning Shinshaku Yotsuya kaidan, the director himself stated that the officials were at first very
strict with the film because they didn’t like the “naked blades” that appeared in films produced
by the production company Shōchiku, although they eventually allowed him to go ahead with
it.28 Stutterheim, who had access to Shōchiku’s documents, found that the final screenplay was
significantly different from a first edition that was presented to the occupation government.29 The
originally planned version was closer to the original kabuki piece than the one that was actually
filmed; it contained the toitagaeshi scene that was missing in the later film, the murder wasn’t
explicitly solved, and O-Iwa’s sister O-Sode had a significantly more passive role. These and other
changes in the screenplay lead one to conclude that there were significant changes made by censors,
which lent a new direction to the story.
The film as it was eventually presented in theatres in July 1949 could in fact be considered a
sort of exorcism of the Yotsuya Kaidan source material — the ghosts are gone. The (here only mildly)
uncanny phenomena are clearly marked as projections of Iemon’s guilty conscience. Supported by
Freud’s psychoanalytic theory, which was also addressed in the production documents,30 Kinoshita
delivered a modern, rational explanation that took the edge off of what was previously grotesque.
The film is divided into two parts, the first of which debuted on July 5, 1949 and the second
of which followed on July 16.31 The first half mostly concerns O-Iwa, and ends with the gruesome
death she suffers at the hands of Naosuke and Iemon. The second half begins with a replay of the
death scene, recalling to mind the reasons for what is about to happen. The themes of the follow-up
26 For more on Japanese war laws and their impact on film production, see Gregory J. Kasza, The State and the
Mass Media in Japan 1918-1945 (Berkeley /Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1993), 232-51; Yamada
Seiji, Shinrei kaiki hakubutsukan [A Strange Museum of Ghosts] (Tokyo: Dētahausu, 1995), 308; Kitajima
Akihiro, “Nihon no kaidan eiga no shuyaku wa yūrei, yōkaitachi” [“The protagonists of kaidan films are
yūrei and yōkai”], in Nihon horā eiga e no shōtai [Invitation to Japanese horror films], eds. Haraguchi Tomoo
and Murata Hideki (Tokyo: Heibonsha, 2000), 19; Isolde Standish, A New History of Japanese Cinema: A
Century of Narrative Film (London: Continuum, 2006), 142-4.
27 Nadine Stutterheim, “Shinshaku Yotsuya kaidan: Kinoshita Keisukes filmische Deutung eines
Kabukitheaterstückes aus dem Jahr 1825” [“Shinshaku Yotsuya Kaidan. Kinoshita Keisuke’s Filmic
Interpretation of a 1825 Kabuki Play”] (Master’s Thesis, Humboldt University Berlin, 2002), 43-4,
accessed December 1, 2013, http://www.asaf.hu-berlin.de/seminar-fuer-ostasien-studien/japan/studium/
ausgewaehlte-arbeiten/yotsuya.pdf.
28 Regula König and Marianne Lewinsky, eds., Keisuke Kinoshita. Entretien, Etudes, Filmographie, Iconographie
(Locarno: Editions du Festival international du film, 1986), 28.
29 Stutterheim, “Shinshaku Yotsuya kaidan,” 59-60.
30 Ibid., 71.
31 Hirose, “A Study of ‘Yotsuya Kaidan’ Films,” 26.
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are Iemon’s mental breakdown and the punishment from which he and Naosuke ultimately cannot
escape. The central female character of this second half is O-Iwa’s sister O-Sode, who uncovers the
truth behind the murder with the help of a detective.
The film’s plot is in many ways different from that of the kabuki piece: Iemon isn’t purely
bad, but is instead coaxed into his actions by the villainous Naosuke. It is also Naosuke who delivers
to O-Iwa the poisoned salve that ends up causing her facial deformation. O-Ume and her family don’t
directly participate in O-Iwa’s fate, and survive. The murder is officially uncovered and explained
by a detective, after which Iemon and Naosuke are cornered and, after an attempted robbery, die
in a fire. The most important change, though, is that the ghosts are gone, and that O-Iwa has been
transformed into a soft, self-sacrificing being who does not show anger, even in the face of death.
This can clearly be seen in the kamisuki scene, which in the original is tasked with explaining
O-Iwa’s pain and thirst for vengeance. Kinoshita filmed this scene with a single cut, and let the
camera take everything in from a great distance (part 1, 1:15:24-1:17:52). O-Iwa is only visible
from behind the entire time — indeed, only as a shadow in the foreground until the first cut.
Her disfigurement isn’t shown at all, but is instead left to the viewer’s imagination. At first, only
Takuetsu’s reaction suggests that something isn’t right; eventually O-Iwa herself, though not the
audience, sees her own deformed face in the mirror, at which point she cries out in horror. She
looses some hair, but no blood flows and the scene abruptly ends with Iemon’s appearance. Instead
of cursing her husband or his friend Naosuke, she cries and begs Iemon not to leave her despite her
horrible appearance.
It is here that the camera first offers a brief glimpse of O-Iwa’s face, although this is used
less to shock the audience and more to make more plausible that which Iemon does next — provide
her with a deadly drink. Even as she collapses in pain and dies, O-Iwa only cries out her husband’s
name (“Iemon-dono”), and does not curse anybody.
The toita-gaeshi scene in which the ghosts of O-Iwa and Kōhei appear on a door to Iemon,
which was critical for the kabuki piece, is completely absent in the film. According to Stutterheim32
this scene was originally planned for the film; as such, one must assume that it fell victim to
censorship. For the Japanese audience however, who viewed this scene as an integral part of the
kabuki piece, the film did contain a few hints and references. A peasant couple finds a bloodstained
door and throws it in the canal (part 2, 00:09:50), after which Kōhei’s mother watches it spinning
on its own axis (part 2, 00:11:55). Iemon hallucinates O-Iwa and Kōhei next to one another on the
door (part 2, 00:29:17), and on a stormy night a fallen sliding door frightens him (part 2, 00:37:55).
These references establish a connection with the kabuki piece, but at the same time point out gaps in
the film, and as such make the audience aware that the story’s core has been torn from it.
Hirose33 sees the contrast between sisters O-Iwa and O-Sode, who are played by the same
32 Stutterheim, “Shinshaku Yotsuya Kaidan,” 60.
33 Hirose, “A Study of ‘Yotsuya Kaidan’ Films,” 28.
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actress, Tanaka Kinuyo, as a sort of replacement for the toitagaeshi scene. While in the kabuki piece
the same actor played O-Iwa, Kōhei and Yomoshichi34, and thus contrasted different value systems,
Kinoshita transposed this contrast between different moral ideals and modes of thought onto
these two women. O-Iwa represents a premodern view of women, one which is being represented
critically: by marrying a samurai she has raised her social status, despite poverty, and in doing so
accepts the degradation involved and lives her entire life according to the wishes and moods of
her husband. O-Sode, on the other hand, is presented as a woman who acts of her own volition,
pursues her goals rationally and helps ensure that the murderer of her sister is brought to justice
according to the rule of law. Both figures are therefore used to critique premodern value systems and
support a modern, rational system that corresponded to the goals of the American occupation forces
— democratization first and foremost. As such, the film represents a clear break from premodern
conceptions of women, the terrible dark side of which was represented by O-Iwa in the original
kabuki piece.
The fact that the ghostly appearances of Shinshaku Yotsuya kaidan are products of Iemon’s
guilty conscience is made clear by the camera direction. A clear distinction is drawn between a level
marked as objective reality and another level marked as madness. This is especially strong in the
sequence in which Iemon falsely believes his sister-in-law O-Sode to be O-Iwa herself (part 2, from
00:48:54). Iemon and O-Sode don’t meet directly at first, but are separated by a paper sliding door.
The guilty and fearful Iemon, who is hiding in his room, sees O-Sode only as a shadowy silhouette
through the paper door. The door can be understood as an allegory of the cinematic: Iemon is gazing
at the paper wall as though at a very rudimentary movie screen, and his own imagination fills in the
silhouette according to his own emotions and fears. In addition, he hears O-Sode’s voice, which for
him is disembodied, a “voice which freely floats around and is a traumatic presence”35. The audience,
on the other hand, knows what is found on both sides of the sliding paper door and experiences the
exchange between O-Sode and Iemon in a kind of shot-reverse-shot.
Before O-Sode finally opens the sliding paper door and enters to see Iemon, Iemon is shown
in a medium close-up, and he is looking towards the door. The following shot is of the paper wall
itself, on which a shadow is growing larger; finally, the sliding paper door is opened and O-Sode’s
body becomes visible up to the neck. As such, the view of O-Sode is clearly being marked as Iemon’s
point of view, which is fixed on the floor, and at first doesn’t see a face, but instead only his dead
wife’s kimono, which O-Sode had previously acquired. Afterwards, the camera slowly pans upwards
and zooms onto O-Sode’s head, corresponding to Iemon’s own movement as he tries to ascertain
whether it is in fact O-Iwa who is standing before him. When the face is finally visible in the closeup, the image becomes blurred, in order to elucidate Iemon’s own mental state: for him, in this
moment, O-Sode and O-Iwa have become the same person. The viewer, on the other hand, can be
34 Yokoyama Yasuko, Yotsuya kaidan wa omoshiroi [Yotsuya Kaidan is Fascinating] (Tokyo: Heibonsha, 1997), 105.
35 Sophie Fiennes, dir., and Slavoj Žižek, The Pervert’s Guide to Cinema [documentary], 2006.
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sure that Iemon’s subjective perspective here is “unreliable”, since such internal focalization36, which
shows us the agent’s perspective, is always followed by a perspective that is marked as objective.
In the chase through the garden and rooms that follows, which is presented in a roughly
20-second sequence, the camera takes on the viewing angle of an all-seeing observer, and presents
the events in a long shot from an overhead view, which gives the audience a sense of power, as well
as providing them with an overview of that which is being marked as “reality.”37 Shortly afterwards,
a sequence shot (part 2, 00:52:22-00:54:29) shows the lightly wounded O-Sode leaving Iemon’s
house by the garden, and immediately afterwards Naosuke and Iemon are seen entering the room in
which O-Sode had previously been. Iemon interprets the woman’s disappearance as proof that she
is a yūrei, while a rational explanation is available to the audience, who have additional knowledge
and insight into perspectives which Iemon himself lacks.
Shimura38 sees the kaidan films of the post-War period, in which female ghosts appear,
as a leftover of the “spirit of early modern times”. Shinshaku Yotsuya kaidan, however, is a film
that very clearly sets itself apart from this spirit, and establishes a new, rationally-influenced value
system. The elimination of premodern ghosts is a part of this. Critics and the public, however, didn’t
respond well to this occupation-imposed “exorcism”: although the film was heavily advertised in
daily newspapers, there was almost no echo of it in the press, and the film wasn’t considered a great
success by the production company.39 Although there are critics today who praise the romantic
tones of the film40, many still view the film rather dismissively: “There is neither vengeance nor
hatred, which does not mean that Iemon and O-Iwa have been given new character; it is simply a
disappointing work.”41
The reactions may have been so dismissive in part because Tōkaidō Yotsuya Kaidan had
always possessed a strong visual quality and worked with direct, concrete images, which were known
to the public and, for that reason, were also being excitedly anticipated. Yokoyama stresses that it was
precisely O-Iwa’s appearance that helped the piece shake its audience and stick in their memories.42
36 Edward Branigan, Narrative Comprehension and Film (London: Routledge, 1992), 87.
37 Furthermore, Kinoshita himself noted that he frequently used the bird’s eye view in the film, in order to
imitate the kind of portrayals found in Japanese picture scrolls (emakimono). Osabe Hideo, Tensai kantoku
Kinoshita Keisuke [Kinoshita Keisuke, Genius Director] (Tokyo: Shinchōsha, 2005), 236.
38 Shimura Miyoko,“Fukuinhei to iu mei no kaijin — sengo no kyōfu eiga ni okeru jendā o megutte” [“A
Mysterious Person Called Fukuinhei — Gender in Postwar Horror Films”], in Sukurīn no naka no tasha. [The
Other on the Screen], eds. Kurosawa Kiyoshi et al. (Tokyo: Iwanami shoten, 2010), 89.
39 Osabe, Kinoshita Keisuke, Genius Director, 239.
40 Mikuni Ryūza, Kinoshita Keisuke — Nihonjū o nakaseta eiga kantoku [Kinoshita Keisuke — The Film Director
Who Made Japan Cry] (Tokyo: Tenbōsha, 1999), 80.
41 Kitajima Akihiro, “‘Yotsuya kaidan’ ‘kaibyō’ mono o chūshin ni kaidan eiga o ryōsan” [“Mass Production of
Kaidan Films, Mainly‚ Yotsuya Kaidan and ‘Ghost Cat’ Films”], in Nihon horā eiga e no shōtai [Invitation to
Japanese horror films], eds. Haraguchi Tomoo and Murata Hideki (Tokyo: Heibonsha, 2000), 24.
42 Yokoyama, Yotsuya kaidan is fascinating, 78.
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The film was already missing this strong visual component in that it was filmed in black and white;
beyond that, it also lacked direct views of the horror, of O-Iwa’s deformity, of the bodies and the
ghostly apparitions. The avoidance of the sight of the terrifying shows clear parallels to the way acts
of wartime cruelty were handled at the time: the occupation was extremely critical when dealing
with films that had anything to do with the atomic bombing of Hiroshima or Nagasaki. Films of the
victims and the devastation were not allowed to reach the public, and were until the 1980s confined
to a ghostly existence in archives.43 Nihon no higeki (“The Japanese Tragedy”, 1946), a film that
looked at Japanese war crimes and the propaganda system as well as criticized the Emperor, was at
first allowed, but was then boycotted by the big Japanese film distributors, and eventually confiscated
and forbidden by occupation government anyway.44 This demonstrates a sort of complicity of the
victors and defeated in looking away from the harsh realities of the war and postwar period.
Beyond that, in Shinshaku Yotsuya Kaidan, O-Iwa lost her status as a femme fatale whose
thirst for vengeance awakens a destructive vigour inside her. Ima-Izumi also sees a similar “reluctance
to present a femme fatale visually”45 in the film versions by Misumi Kenji (Yotsuya kaidan, 1959)
and Fukasaku Kinji (Chūshingura gaiden Yotsuya kaidan, “Crest of Betrayal,” 1994). By rationalizing
ghosts away and being sparing with key visual moments, the film is no longer “haunting” in the
sense that it leaves room for a “between” or for “eruptions that deconstruct binary ways of perceiving
the world.”46 On the contrary: the film is constructed on top of strong binary oppositions such as
premodern-modern or madness-reality. Osabe also remarks that what was taken out of the film was
precisely what makes ghost stories interesting.47
Despite this, though, the film is haunting in its own way: the presence of the American
occupation and their policies of censorship can be felt if not truly seen, which confers a different
dimension of spectrality to Shinshaku Yotsuya kaidan. It is no longer possible today to tell where
exactly the censors made their changes and where Kinoshita himself made changes to the film.
As Hutchinson remarks, censorship as such is an “inter-discursive space, where negotiation and
complicity are the norm.”48 The American occupation also pursued the goal of making their
presence invisible, and it was forbidden to publicly speak of censorship measures.49 For the public,
43 Hirano, Mr. Smith Goes to Tokyo, 59.
44 Ibid., 122.
45 Ima-Izumi Yoko, “A Land Where Femmes Fatales Fear to Tread: Eroticism and Japanese Cinema,” Japan
Review 10 (1998): 137.
46 Kröger and Anderson, “Introduction,” ix/x.
47 Osabe, Kinoshita Keisuke, Genius Director, 238.
48 Rachael Hutchinson,“Kurosawa Akira’s One Wonderful Sunday: Censorship, Context and Counterdiscursive Film,” in Negotiating Censorship in Modern Japan, ed. Rachael Hutchinson (London: Routledge,
2013), 149.
49 Lars-Martin Sorensen, Censorship of Japanese Films during the U.S. Occupation of Japan, (Lewiston/New York:
The Edwin Mellen Press, 2009), 92.
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this background can become the true ghost of the film, if it reveals itself: “Haunting recognition is
a special way of knowing what has happened or is happening.”50 The empty door floating through
the canal is the most obvious sign of this haunting presence: the bare planks are signs of the defeat in
the War, the guilt weighing on Japan, the loss of national identity and the inalienable self-insertion
into the new, modern order being set out by the Americans.
Conclusion: O-Iwa Returns
With the end of the occupation in 1952, better times for Japanese ghosts also began: the
50s and 60s are considered a kind of golden age for Japanese horror films. Freed from restrictions,
studios produced a large number of spooky films, which were especially popular in the summer
during the festival of the dead (Obon). One film, considered a masterpiece of the period, was a
version of Tōkaidō Yotsuya Kaidan (produced under the same title), directed by Nakagawa Nobuo in
1959 with a seriously limited budget for the Shintōhō studios. This work feels like a festive return
to the original character of the kabuki piece: the haunting is portrayed, in colour, with experimental
film techniques that highlight the story’s dimension of the bizarre. O-Iwa’s pain and her campaign
of revenge that follows are the centre of the story, and are portrayed very dramatically. In doing
so, the director calls upon cultural codes that are associated with ghost stories in Japan: summer
heat, gently ringing bells, mosquito nets and fireworks. In 1959, before the film was released, the
newspaper Yomiuri Shinbun remarked on its special closeness to the kabuki theatre piece51 and
another newspaper, Asahi Shinbun wrote of a “powerful portrayal.”52 Nakagawa’s creative drive was
at full force after two phases of censorship; he returns the source material its power, which it had
once been able to flaunt on the stages of the Edo period, when it was used to process social issues,
and thus to work against their collective repression.
Nakagawa’s presentation of ghostly apparitions is very ambivalent: he allows the ghosts their
reason to exist, and provides them with a very strong presence by the style of their appearance, yet
at the same time he leaves the film open to a psychological interpretation. The haunting frequently
occurs when the guilty party is alone with his fears, and some camera shots are used that establish the
view of events as one of an objective observer. Nakagawa’s multifaceted, ambivalent portrayal allows
a multitude of interpretations, and in that sense follows the kabuki piece, which already contained
the dimension of Iemon’s madness in the Edo period53.
50 Gordon, Ghostly Matters, 63.
51 “Urameshiya O-Iwa-san” [“Vengeful O-Iwa”], Yomiuri Shinbun evening edition, June 23, 1959, 4.
52 “Riaruna sugomi” [“Realistic Horror”], Asahi Shinbun evening edition, July 4, 1959, 4.
53 Andreas Regelsberger, “Der Wahnsinn Iemons: Zum Phänomen der Verrücktheit in Tsuruya Nambokus
Kabuki-Stück Tōkaidō Yotsuya Kaidan” [“Iemon’s Madness: Insanity in Tsuruya Nanboku’s Kabuki Play
Tōkaidō Yotsuya Kaidan”], Hōrin. Vergleichende Studien zur japanischen Kultur [Comparative Studies in
Japanese Culture] 14 (2007): 58.
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The film version of 1959 also sees O-Iwa reclaim her role as femme fatale, with a “destructive
power, with which she triumphs over her male prey and works his doom”54. As heiress of the yūrei of
the Edo period, she stands in a tradition of demonized femininity, in which conceptions of female
impurity and viciousness are displayed alongside a certain kind of empathy for women who fall
victim to social inequalities. As such, O-Iwa manages to escape the clear categorization that befell
the two sisters in Shinshaku Yotsuya Kaidan. Her sister O-Sode, on the other hand, is the picture
of a liberated woman: together with her fiancé Yomoshichi, she ends up picking up a sword and
stabbing Iemon through the throat. Unlike Kinoshita’s O-Sode, she doesn’t make use of the existing
legal system, but is granted significant power by acting directly, an agency that had never previously
been accorded to the character.
While Nakagawa’s film oscillates between different interpretations, Kinoshita Keisuke’s
Shinshaku Yotsuya Kaidan implements psychoanalytical approach in textbook fashion, and
distinguishes very sharply between levels coded respectively as reality on the one hand, and
imagination and madness on the other. Ghosts however, as Nakagawa’s version shows, do not have
to be marked as illusions to deploy their full symbolic power. On the contrary, Shinshaku Yotsuya
Kaidan’s rationalization of the ghost robs it of its power as a metaphor.
The real spectral elements of the 1949 film were, as explained, the haunting gaps brought
on by the circumstances surrounding the film’s production. Gordon writes that the ghost “is a case
of modernity’s violence and wounds.”55 At the start of modernization in Japan, ghosts became an
expression of that which was considered backward and irrational, and for that reason had to be
repressed. A similar situation occurred during the occupation, during which both sides, American
and Japanese, suppressed the discussion of violence and past warfare in favour of democracy and
awakening. Processing guilt and pain in the immediate postwar period were considered impossible
at the time, as the horrors were not long enough passed in order to dare a confrontation with the
ghosts of that past. Even as ghosts were not allowed a visual presence, though, they continued to
haunt as “symptom of what is missing,”56 as seen in Shinshaku Yotsuya Kaidan. O-Iwa’s example
shows that eliminating ghosts won’t actually stop the haunting. ※

54 Ima-Izumi, “A Land Where Femmes Fatales Fear to Tread,” 123.
55 Gordon, Ghostly Matters, 25.
56 Ibid., 63.
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